Identifying microbial diversity in the natural environment: a molecular phylogenetic approach.
Our knowledge of microbial biodiversity has been severely limited by relying on microorganisms that have been cultured; these represent only a tiny fraction of the microbial diversity in the environment. Recently, however, recombinant DNA and molecular phylogenetic techniques have provided methods for characterizing natural microbial communities without the need to cultivate organisms. These techniques have allowed a glimpse of the complexity of microbial communities and the huge, largely untapped, biotechnological resource that they represent.